Many young people look forward to volunteering abroad and overlook the ample volunteer opportunities at home. There are several advantages to volunteering at home: you help people in your own community; you can make a longterm commitment; and you have continuity of care for your patients. There are .1200 free clinics in the United States whose main goal is to provide care to the indigent population. These free clinics are always looking for volunteers with specialized medical training. This article reviews the medically related and unrelated volunteer opportunities available in the United States. Volunteering at home is a worthwhile experience, and I encourage the otolaryngology community to explore these opportunities.
M
artin Luther King Jr once said, ''Everybody can be great, because anybody can serve.'' As physicians, we have specialized skills to serve people in ways that others cannot. Volunteering those skills is a great way to give back to the community. Many young medical students and residents look forward to traveling abroad to volunteer; however, they overlook the fact that there are ample volunteer opportunities at home.
There are several advantages to volunteering at home. You help people in your own city, your own community, and your own ''backyard.'' You can make a long-term commitment and see the long-term difference. There is continuity of care with your patients. There are no travel costs, such as airfare and accommodations. You do not need to take vacation time. It fits easily into your busy work-andlife schedule. There is also less disruption to your practice.
There are different types of volunteer opportunities available. Medically related opportunities include volunteering in a free clinic. A free clinic is defined as ''a health care organization that utilizes a volunteer/staff model to provide a range of medical, dental, pharmacy, vision and/or behavioral health services to economically disadvantaged individuals. '' 1 The National Association of Free & Charitable Clinics keeps a database of .1200 clinics in the United States whose main goal is to provide care to the medically underserved (http://www.nafcclinics.org/). These free clinics provide a safety net in a health care system that is not perfect. In 2013, the Kaiser Commission on Medicaid and the Uninsured reported that 41 million Americans did not have health insurance. 2 A nationwide survey of free clinics in the United States estimated that 1.8 million Americans received care at a free clinic annually. 3 There is a wide variety of free clinics available. Some clinics target a specific disease, such as an HIV clinic. Others target a specific ethnic group, such as a Hispanic clinic with Spanish interpreters. Some programs decrease risk, as in a needle exchange program for drug addicts. Some prevention programs screen for a particular disease (eg, head and neck cancer screening program).
The majority of free clinics provide primary care, chronic disease management, and urgent care services; however, there are models for specialists to get involved. The University of Michigan has a partnership with a nonprofit clinic called the Hope Clinic. 4 This clinic refers patients with otolaryngology problems to a Saturday clinic in the Department of Otolaryngology that is completely staffed by volunteers (attendings, residents, audiologists, nurses, etc). A review of the clinic for a 15-month period reported 74 patient visits, 60 procedures (including audiograms, endoscopies, otologic procedures, biopsies, and/or excisions), and an estimated $37,302 of ear, nose, and throat services provided for free.
Some free clinics are associated with a medical school, with students and residents volunteering under the supervision of attending physicians. This provides opportunities for teaching. Patients may be more amenable to be seen by trainees. Students are not always pressured for time. Not only are the basics of history and physical taught, but the values of volunteerism are passed on to the next generation of physicians. These values are intangible and difficult to ''schedule'' into a medical school curriculum.
Health training and education are also important. It is more cost-effective to prevent disease by educating patients beforehand. For example, there are education programs for new mothers on infant health. Some dentistry schools provide community talks on flossing and toothbrushing to prevent oral cavity disease. Patients who are newly diagnosed with diabetes can attend nutrition talks for dietary advice. Some patient organizations have free educational information. For example, the American Heart Association has many resources of healthy eating, physical activity, and stress management. 5 Physicians can always volunteer as expert speakers during these events.
Young medical students may not have developed specialized medical skills yet. There are other volunteer opportunities that are medically related. For example, medical students can volunteer as clerical assistants at a blood drive. Medical students can provide first aid as medics for big social events, such as sporting events. Medical students can run in charity events to raise money to support cancer research.
Some volunteer opportunities are not medically related at all. Food banks, soup kitchens, and homeless shelters are all options for volunteering. Seasonal volunteer opportunities are also available-for example, helping at a toy drive during Christmas or volunteering at a summer camp for underprivileged children. Academic volunteer opportunities include free tutoring for SATs, helping academically challenged children with homework, and becoming a big brother or sister.
I have personally volunteered in the free clinic in Chinatown for this past 3 years. Patients with ear, nose, and throat-related chief complaints (eg, sore throats, ear pain, and thyroid disorders) are triaged to me to evaluate. I find it personally fulfilling to volunteer at home. I have built longterm relationships with my patients, and they depend on me. I have met other physicians, nurses, and residents with similar values. There is a sense of community at the free clinic. Surprisingly, we are always looking for more volunteers.
Volunteering at home is a worthwhile experience. Explore the opportunities that you have in your own community, and do not overlook them.
Author Contributions
Amanda Hu, conception, drafting of manuscript, critical review of manuscript Disclosures
